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Abstract 

The research presented in this paper stems from a collaboration between researchers in the Benin Republic, 

Nigeria and Canada who are examining the opportunities to enhance the sustainable production of under-utilized 

indigenous vegetables through the micro-dosage of synthetic fertilizer. Because micro-dosing is a labour intensive 

technology, and is time sensitive in application, we sought to better understand how the availability of labour, as 

affected by changes in cooperative networks, might affect adoption and scaling up opportunities. The systems of 

cooperative labour described in this paper reflect the culture and traditions of the Betammaribe people, residing 

in the village of Koumagou B in northwest Benin. Our results indicate that cooperative labour systems among 

the Betammaribe are in transition and are being influenced by seasonal migration, the financial demands of 

formal education, the use of oxen by those with relative wealth, and off-farm employment. These pressures have 

led to the atomizing of Koumagou B households and a concomitant decline in the availability of cooperative 

labour. Interventions designed to improve the livelihoods of smallholder farmers must not inadvertently 

perpetuate social and economic inequalities or disadvantage those most vulnerable. It is this possibility that 

warrants careful consideration as we contemplate the benefits of adopting and scaling-up new agricultural 

technologies in the future. 
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1. Introduction 

The availability of agricultural labour has shown to be a critical factor for the adoption of new agricultural 

technologies and often serves as an operative constraint to farming systems in Africa (Larson & Gurara, 2013; 

Marenya & Barrett, 2007). This is particularly true during critical periods of production when labour is in most 

demand (Palm, Myers & Nandwa, 1997; Mignouna Manyong, Rusike, Mutabazi & Senkondoet, 2011; Bachman 

et al., 2016), or when adoption involves labour intensive technologies, such as organic or inorganic fertilizer 

applications (Palm, et al., 1997) and other soil conservation investments (Lee, 2005).  

Some have argued that systems of cooperative labour are capable of overcoming short-term labour constraints in 

ways that facilitate the adoption of labour intensive technologies. Adapted over time, cooperative labour systems 

ease labour shortages and relax the labour constraints that can impede the adoption and scaling up of new 

agricultural technologies (Kirinya, Taylor, Kyamanywa, Erbaugh & Bonabana-Wabbiet, 2013). Such systems 

exist among smallholder farmers throughout the world and have been described in detail for Sub-Saharan Africa, 

including south-western Ethiopia (Bartels, 1977), south-eastern Cameroon (Geschiere, 1995), eastern Uganda 

(Shiraishi, 2006), Zimbabwe (Worby, 1995), Nigeria (Stone, Netting & Stone, 1990), Tanzania (Ponte, 2000), the 

Democratic Republic of the Congo (Suehara, 1983, 2006), and Sudan (Barth, 1967). These accounts often depict 

cooperative labour systems as driven by a sense a mutual aid and reciprocal behaviour.  

Much of the current research conducted on cooperative labour has been influenced by the seminal works of 

Erasmus (1956) and Moore (1975), who both offered simple, yet useful, typologies of cooperative labour systems. 

For Erasmus (1956), cooperative labour can be divided into two types: exchange labour, which relies upon strict 

reciprocity of labour and sometimes the provisioning of simple meals; and festive work parties, which require 

the host to provide more elaborate food and drink but do not require reciprocal labour commitments. Moore 

(1975), while respecting this underlying typology, preferred to call these two types of cooperative labour simply 
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„reciprocal‟ and „non-reciprocal‟, as he believed the true difference lay in the level of labour-based reciprocity.  

In some regions of Africa, the prevalence of socio-economic inequality have altered or displaced traditional 

systems of cooperative labour. For example, Swindell (1985) suggests that a transition has been occurring in 

cooperative labour systems throughout Africa as a result of migration, a growing landless proletariat, the 

introduction of full-time, off-farm employment, and the commodification of the economy. In light of these 

changes, it is necessary to understand how these conditions affect the supply of local labour before proposing 

any new agricultural technologies or attempting to identify user groups with high adoption potential (Dreschsel, 

Olaleye, Thiombiano, Barry, & Vohland, 2005). If local labour supply is limited, or if new technologies demand 

intensive labour inputs, caution must be exercised before introducing new technologies that only add to the 

labour burden of farming households (Drechsel et al., 2005). 

The research presented here stems from a collaboration between researchers in the Benin Republic, Nigeria and 

Canada who are examining the opportunities to enhance the sustainable production of under-utilized indigenous 

vegetables through the minimal use of synthetic fertilizer, a process referred to as Micro-Veg technology. 

Micro-dosing involves the placement of small amounts of fertilizer at the base of plants at the time of seeding or 

soon after germination. The aim of this project is to accelerate the adoption of fertilizer micro-dosing to enhance 

the production of indigenous vegetables (e.g., amaranth, African eggplant, fluted gourd, African basil) leading to 

improved food and nutritional security, while contributing to the economic empowerment of resource 

constrained farmers. The ultimate scaling up objective is to reach 250,000 farmers in 51 locations across Benin 

and Nigeria. Given that micro-dosing is a labour intensive technology, and is time sensitive in application 

(Camara, Camara, Berthe & Oswald, 2013), we sought to better understand how the availability of labour, as 

affected by changes in cooperative networks, might affect the scaling up of the Micro-Veg technology. Our 

analysis was motivated by an understanding that interventions designed to improve the livelihood conditions of 

farmers must not inadvertently perpetuate existing conditions of social and economic inequality. It was this 

possibility that warranted careful consideration as we contemplated the risks and benefits of scaling-up new 

agricultural technologies. 

2. Study Area 

The study area for this research was the village of Koumagou B, which is located within the commune of 

Boukombé, in the Atacora department of northwest Benin (Figure 1). Koumagou B is comprised of five hamlets 

- Koumagou Centre, Yatera, Koutannagou, Koucangou, and Kouyiéndagou - whose residents are united by 

kinship, and recognize each other as descendants of the original village founder (Joffroy and Djanguenane, 2005). 

The area surrounding Koumagou B consists of valleys and hills, rocky cliffs and plateaus (Avohou and Sinsin, 

2009). The climate is Sudano-Sahelian, with a rainy season stretching from June to October and a dry season 

lasting from November to May (Aregheore, 2009). Climate change is affecting the timing and duration of the 

rainy season, creating unpredictability and stress for farmers who rely solely upon rain-fed irrigation. Farming in 

the village is primarily subsistence-based and includes the production of sorghum, millet, fonio, rice, beans and 

tubers such as yam. Most farm labour is done by hand, with little mechanization. Synthetic fertilizer is used to a 

limited extent on some crops (particularly maize), depending upon availability and affordability (Bachmann et 

al., 2016). The application of organic fertilizer (manure) is typically constrained by the size and number of 

animals owned by village households.  
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Figure 1. Location of Koumagou B, Benin 

 

Field work was conducted during an initial 3-month exploratory field season between May and August 2014, 

followed by a second 11-month field season from June 2015 to May 2016. Our research was informed by 

grounded theory and involved a mixed methodology consisting of a village census, a Principle Component 

Analysis, key informant interviews, focus groups, and participant observation.  

A village census was conducted with each head-of-household in the village. The census was used to enumerate 

household labour, assets, and education. Survey questions addressed the participation of household members in 

reciprocal and non-reciprocal labour activities. Both classifications were considered useful for understanding and 

qualifying the current state of cooperative labour at the village level. In total, 92 out of 98 households were 

surveyed (94 percent); representing a survey population of 768 residents. 

To evaluate the potential impact of socio-economic status upon one‟s involvement in cooperative labour, a 

Principal Component Analysis (PCA) was used to develop a household index of socio-economic status. PCA is a 

multi-variate statistical technique that is used to reduce the dimensionality of a group of variables while still 

capturing variation among the group. For this analysis, the variables included household labour, land ownership, 

education, and durable household assets as proxies for socio-economic status. This approach has been used in 

various settings where income data are difficult to come by or simply unreliable. 

Fourteen key informant interviews were conducted with village residents. An initial participant list was 

co-developed with our local research collaborators. However, a schemata was used to help ensure a 

representative cross-section of the village population according to age, gender, household composition, and 

marital status. This sample included male and female respondents who were married in polygamous households 

(3M,1F); male and female respondents who were married in monogamous households (2M, 2F); male and 

female respondents who had never been married (1M, 1F); and male and female respondents who were widowed 

(2M, 2F).  

Two focus groups involving village farmers were also conducted. Focus group discussions explored the changes 

occurring in cooperative labour and the demands or drivers that are influencing those changes. In addition to 

these formal exchanges, 14 months of living in Koumagou B allowed for countless interactions and opportunistic 

conversations that further informed our analysis. However, the exchange of information between villagers and 

members of the research team was at times challenging. Because villagers often express information by way of 

parables, metaphors and allusions, the information being provided is best understood by someone with an emic 

knowledge of Betammaribe culture and society. In addition, the Ditammari language is intuitive where only a 

single word may be spoken but the rest of the phrase is understood at least by other Betammaribe. Accordingly, 

members of the Canadian and Beninese research team worked closely with village collaborators to ensure what 
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we were learning through our interviews and focus groups was not misconstrued.  

It is also important to note that in general, the Betammaribe are reluctant to share information with outsiders. 

Padenou and Pastor-Barrué (2006), found this to be the case when studying the architectural significance of the 

tatas, and encouraged other researchers to consider this fact before conducting any research with the 

Betammaribe. This was indeed our experience, where gender and culture intersected to create unspoken barriers. 

This is where 14 months of participant observation and the less formalized, though equally important, aspects of 

sustained field work proved invaluable. The ultimate success of this research was based on the trust and personal 

relationships that developed through the course of the fieldwork. 

3. Traditional Cooperative Labour Systems 

Agricultural labour exchange not only in Koumagou B, but also more generally amongst the Betammaribe, is 

comprised of multiple systems organized according to age, gender, level of reciprocity, season, and time of day. 

Labour strategies are further differentiated by the social and economic status of households. One of the major 

systems of labour exchange in Koumagou B is referred to as Tachaata and stems from the traditional system of 

marriage within Betammaribe society. Historically, marriage was arranged soon after birth. A father would bring 

a white baby chick to the family of his potential daughter-in-law, who may have just been born. If the chick is 

accepted, the marriage arrangement was agreed upon. If the chick survived and produced eggs, the marriage was 

deemed to have a promising future. In the following years, the family of the prospective groom, along with 

extended kin, would work each year on a specific set of agricultural tasks for their future in-laws. In addition to 

providing labour, the groom‟s family would bring food stuffs to the girl‟s family, to ensure the child was well 

nourished. This system of exchange can last as long as 10 years.  

For the general adult population in Koumagou B (i.e., those who have undergone their initiation ceremony), a 

system of reciprocal labour exchange occurs during the morning hours. This system is called Tapikantouanta 

(meaning morning mutual assistance) or alternatively, Tanananta. This is a small rotational group involving 2 to 

5 people who take turns working each other‟s fields. For their efforts, the host provides a thin porridge to the 

workers during the work period. The relatively small size of the group means a more frequent work rotation with 

labour being available every few days. This particular system is closest to the pure exchange labour of Erasmus 

(1956) and the reciprocal cooperative labour system discussed by Moore (1975).  

Group formation in the Tapikantouanta system is based on physical and relational proximity. Physical proximity 

allows for an early start time and relational proximity fosters productive work environments. For example, a 

young woman explained that for Tapikantouanta, a woman would choose her closest friend (in a relational sense) 

with whom to work.  

…you choose your closest friend, and you work together, and another chooses their closest friend, and they work 

together. Because if there is someone among you who doesn‟t get along properly with the others, the work is not 

going to function well. If there are problems between you, the work will not move ahead.  

The composition of the group may change for different reasons: it may be affected by seasonal work migration in 

the case of men, by pregnancy in the case of women, or by illness. However, the importance of trustworthiness 

in the composition of the work group is considered a determinant for cooperative group membership. Farmers 

choose to work with those who can „keep the secrets of the small group‟, and will not divulge that which has 

been said while working.  

In the afternoon, after workers have had time to rest following Tapikantouanta, and have eaten a mid-day meal at 

their own homes, workers would assemble into Koutouangou groups, which translates roughly to „large mutual 

assistance‟. Koutouangou is a type of rotational labour exchange that can involve between 10 to 20 workers. 

Like the Tapikantouanta system, Koutouangou is also reciprocal. However, in this system the host must also 

provide a basic meal at the end of the work day. Those with economic means would offer meat (ideally pork, 

goat or beef, with poultry as a secondary option) in addition to a grain. Those with less economic means tend to 

offer small dried fish or fried cheese. Both men and women participate in Koutouangou, although labour 

activities are gender specific.  

Koutouangou is organized under the guidance of the eldest male or female in the group. While the personal 

autonomy of individual Otammari is highly revered, deference is offered to those who are older, i.e., those who 

have done their initiation ceremony before you. One villager described how the eldest directs the efforts of the 

group, ensuring that the work schedule aligns with other social obligations and is adjusted to the uncertainties of 

weather. However, this same villager made clear that the eldest was “not a chief” in the sense of being able to 

dictate the work of others, but rather, he or she was only put in charge of the schedule.  
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If the Koutouangou fails to satisfy the labour needs of the host, he or she can invite the Koutouangou group back 

for additional work by hosting a festive work party. This system is referred to as Diyiyi, meaning „to invite‟, and 

is consistent with the „festive work party‟ described by Erasmus (1956) or „non-reciprocal cooperative labour‟ 

category of Moore (1974). Villagers described this process by using the analogy of the tontine, or the informal 

rotating savings and credit association that is popular throughout West Africa (see Sommerfeld, Sanon, Kouyate, 

and Sauerborn 2002, for an overview of such associations in the West African context). “Koutouangou is like a 

tontine. If your tontine had already passed and you still need something done, then you do Diyiyi.” In this 

manner, they are distinguishing between the rotating „investment‟ nature of Koutouangou, and the one-off, 

„payment‟ nature of Diyiyi (even though in this case they will be working with the same working group 

members). 

More commonly, Diyiyi is used by farmers as an ad-hoc way of gathering a large work party from throughout the 

village. In this case a farmer spreads word, often by going door to door, that he or she would be hosting a work 

party. Depending on the amount of work to be done, well over 20 people may attend, although not all contribute 

equally to the labour but rather may be used by some (e.g., very young and the elderly) as an opportunity to 

socialize with neighbours and enjoy the food and drink that are provided by the host. In contrast with the 

standard fare offered at the end of Koutouangou, the host is expected to provide a more lavish meal, as Diyiyi is 

not a form of reciprocal labour exchange. The special fare is acknowledgement of non-reciprocal cooperation. 

Tchouc, the traditional fermented sorghum beer, is a requisite offering, though stronger forms of alcohol, 

including imported liquors, have also become common. The socialization aspect also performs an important 

function in the coordination of the cooperative labour system in general. A Diyiyi provides the opportunity for 

people to meet, interact and discuss forming a Koutouangou group for the afternoons. 

While meat, ideally pork, goat or beef is most valued, those with less means give what they have in hopes of 

attracting sufficient labour. Whether providing meat or less valued forms of sustenance, the host is expected to 

thank the participants for their labour; “thank you for yesterday” or “thank you for the other day” signifying their 

appreciation well after the work was completed. Verbal acknowledgement is important to signify the lasting 

impression and is considered essential for maintaining good working relationships.  

Another form of cooperative labour is referred to as Takinta and is employed specifically for the harvest and 

processing of fonio in September/October. Fonio, a grain indigenous to West Africa, holds a special place in 

Betammaribe society, and its cultivation embodies very distinct responsibilities according to age and gender. 

Only men can sow the fonio (the seeds come from the „male‟ granary which only the man has access to) and only 

men can cut the fonio at harvest time. Older women are considered specialists for weeding throughout the season. 

At harvest time, women of all ages gather and sort fonio sheaves into piles. After the fonio has dried in the fields 

and is brought to the threshing floor, children are enlisted to crush the fonio beneath their feet to release the grain. 

Women then pound the fonio to remove the husk and sift and wash the grain. The Takinta system demonstrates 

the unique age and gendered dimensions of cooperative labour.  

It is also common for Betammaribe youth to participate in a system called Tatouanta (meaning mutual assistance) 

or more precisely Tabikantouanta (Tatouanta for the children). Prior to undergoing their initiation into adulthood, 

youth work the village fields. Boys and girls work separately, and receive informal instruction and education on 

their appropriate roles as adults in Betammaribe society. Tatouanta continues until one is initiated into adulthood, 

which is not fixed by age but determined by the size and health of the child, and the timing of initiation 

ceremonies, including those that mark permissible sexual relations.  

4. Changes in Cooperative Labour 

As early as the 1950s, Mercier (1968) found that the traditional form of arranged marriage was decreasing in 

prominence among the Betammaribe due to the growing influence of the European economic system that 

commoditized labour. An important example of this tendency is the manner in which young women in 

Koumagou B have used their system of labour exchange to gain purchasing power in the emerging monetary 

economy. A widowed woman, approximately 45 years of age, attributed the change to the advent of girls 

attending school in greater numbers and choosing to delay marriage. Others felt that Tachaata has been 

discontinued, or more accurately, “broken because one no longer pays a bride price for the wife.”  

The material demands of formal education-school supplies, school uniforms-requires cash. Young women have 

drawn upon the organizing principles of cooperative labour to harness their earning power and engage with the 

market economy, an economy that provides the financial means to purchase fabric for clothes, school supplies 

and the ubiquitous cell phone and corollary phone credit. Farmers are now expected to pay groups of young 

women for their labour. The amount paid is not necessarily determined by the work achieved, but rather is a set 
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amount, which at the time of this research was 4500 CFA. Adapted in this way young women are using 

cooperative labour to meet the current demand for wage income.  

As the system of arranged marriages declined, Tachaata has also transformed into Koutouangou. While still 

maintaining many of its traditional qualities, including kin-based and reciprocal, the frequency that work groups 

are formed has declined as more households rely on oxen, and to a lesser extent, mechanized technologies to 

meet their tilling needs. Of the 92 households surveyed, 12 (13%) owned oxen. As oxen and plough offer a more 

efficient labour saving option, the use of Koutouangou in particular has become less common. Of the 92 

households surveyed, 38 household (41%) reported participation in Koutouangou.  

Table 1. Participation in Koutouangou 

Participation in Koutouangou 

 Koumagou Centre 

(Hamlet 1) 

Yatera 

(Hamlet 2) 

Koutannagou 

(Hamlet 3) 

Koucangou 

(Hamlet 4) 

Kouyiéndagou 

(Hamlet 5) 

N-Households 35 13 9 16 19 

% of Koumagou B Households  38% 14% 10% 17% 21% 

Number and (%) of households  

participating in Koutouangou 

6 (17%) 2 (15%) 6 (67%) 11 (69%) 13 (68%) 

 

It is not only oxen but also the advent of wage employment, which has also been attributed to the decline in the 

Koutouangou system. One man, in his early 50s, married with two wives and 17 children, noted that 

Koutouangou, and cooperative labour in general, has:  

“…decreased… Because today people use machines to till the soil, the oxen as well. And lots of people don‟t 

like doing Koutouangou because they have money now. … They do jobs.”  

The pressure to earn cash from employment, as opposed to relying upon reciprocal labour exchange, has affected 

the general availability of labour and the perpetuation of reciprocal labour exchange. This is most pronounced 

among young men who have the additional pressures of paying for school. Unlike girls, boys in Benin are 

required to pay school fees for secondary grade levels. With few local wage earning opportunities, young men 

often migrate to neighbouring communes, particularly Natitingou and Bembèrèkè, to find employment. One 

young man, unmarried yet initiated into adulthood, attributed the „rural exodus‟ to wage seeking opportunities:  

“Our area here, there aren‟t jobs (paa). If I stay here, just until the end of the rainy season, I wouldn‟t have 

enough money to buy school supplies. Here, you can‟t work at someone‟s place and have money very quickly 

for your work. He [the employer\farmer] is going to say wait until he goes to sell his crops.” 

An older farmer similarly acknowledged this economic reality when admitting “we don‟t have the money here to 

pay people.” With money in short supply, most farmers consider their opportunity costs, preferring to use the 

little money they have to grind millet and buy ingredients for sauce. After these expenditures, farmers 

acknowledge that there is rarely enough money left to pay people to work in the fields.  

These changes have in many ways disadvantaged the relatively poor in the village who are now challenged to 

attract needed labour. For those farmers struggling with cash flow, or unable to afford lavish meals for work 

parties, using reciprocal exchange labour was their best option for attracting labour. For example, a young 

woman, when asked how she acquires agricultural labour, said that after having relied upon internal household 

labour, she would then look for cooperative labour, and only after these options were exhausted, would she look 

to hire someone and pay them, asking rhetorically “does one want to let go of money?”  

Other farmers stated that with the decline of Koutouangou, Diyiyi (non-reciprocal exchange labour/festive labour) 

has become more common. As noted above Diyiyi requires a more lavish and expensive meal to attract labourers 

but does not require reciprocal labour obligations. Many farmers noted that in the past they would rely on 

Koutouangou to attract needed labour but now it is more common for those with the financial means to host a 

Diyiyi. Geschiere (1995) notes that this type of transformation in cooperative labour groups is akin to hired 

labour gangs that have become common in Cameroon. In that case, wealthier farmers have been able to 

manipulate what were reciprocal labour systems by providing a wage or lavish meals as compensation. Swindell 

(1985) also found that conditions of economic differentiation enable wealthier farmers to appropriate the labour 

of poorer farmers through the provisioning of meals. In these cases the socio-economic status of farmers 

influences the pattern of labour exchange with the more wealthy utilizing festive and wage labour, while 

economically disadvantaged farmers must rely on reciprocal labour exchange (Chibnik and de Jong, 1989). 

Research conducted in other parts of the world demonstrate similar transitional complexities (Barth, 1967; 
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Takasaki et al., 2014; Worby, 1995). In Peru, for example, the reciprocal labour system of ayni is decreasing in 

importance as the opportunity cost of cooperative labour increases (Mitchell,1991).  

In our research, an elderly man neatly summed up the major changes regarding the system of mutual assistance:  

“Yes, there really has been a change. The children don‟t work anymore. Some plow with oxen; others use 

invitation (diyiyi) only, and lots no longer organize themselves into groups to work.”  

When we divided the households into quartiles based upon socio-economic status (SES), the highest two 

quartiles did indeed show the lowest participation in Koutouangou. In fact, none of the households in the two 

highest quartiles used Koutouangou (Table 2). 

Table 2. SES of Village Households 

Socio-Economic Status of Village Households 

  Mean Proportion St Dev. 

Household Demographics (N-92)       

Gender of Respondent/Head        

Male  0.90  

Female  0.10  

Age of HH Head 41.01  12.35 

Household Labour  4.06  3.84 

Total Cultivable land (ha) 2.41  1.11 

Some education=1 Illiterate=0  0.30  

Socio-Economic Status 8.21 1.93 Min 18.28 Max 

 

Off-farm earning opportunities for some households has created greater socio-economic differentiation within 

the hamlets. For those with greater financial resources or sources of income outside agriculture, the higher 

opportunity cost of their time and the lower opportunity cost of cash influences the extent to which the labour of 

others is reciprocated. In this case, non-reciprocal cooperative labour (Diyiyi) or hiring wage labour provides 

greater flexibility and allows wealthier landowners to pursue other more remunerative activities. A man with a 

job as a motorcycle taxi driver and two wives who both had sources of income outside of agriculture, noted: 

 “Someone can come and ask for some work, and you give a portion [of your field] and discuss the price. If he is 

satisfied, he works and I pay him.”  

In contrast, a young woman in a female-headed household with no off-farm income, explained:  

 “Before, you would invite people and lots of people came. But today, lots don‟t come. They always wait for 

you to find them something. Because, if they know that you are going to prepare them something to eat, certain 

people say to themselves “I have already eaten at my place, what am I going to find elsewhere?” They ask 

themselves the question “Am I going to work for the pâte or the sauce?” Those that are poor have difficulty 

working in their field.”  

Reciprocal cooperative labour is theorized to function best in groups with limited socio-economic differentiation 

(Erasmus, 1956; Swindell, 1985). At an intuitive level, the farmers in Koumagou B knew this. One woman, 

when asked who she works with in the system of cooperative labour, responded “One must choose someone who 

has the same difficulty as you.” Whereas reciprocal cooperative labour once helped to ensure resources flowed 

from the relatively rich to the poor, promoting equality of productive resources within the society, now farmers, 

particularly widows and the economically marginalized, complain that the system no longer works for them. 

Many noted that in the past, the poorest of the village were helped through the system of mutual assistance.  

 “… the objective was to help each other. There were certain neighbours who didn‟t manage to work in their 

field. Or they didn‟t have the time to work in their field. Thus the system facilitated helping each other.”  

People now complain that other farmers are increasingly calculating regarding participation in cooperative 

labour systems. This was a sentiment shared across socio-economic groups. A married man of higher SES, when 

asked if the systems that existed before were designed to help each other:  

 “Yes, to help each other and that is what gave joy in the village. The poorest could benefit from services of their 

brothers in the village. Before, there was joy. The poor or the rich helped each other, without problem… [but 

now] if you don‟t have the means, you can‟t benefit from the services of others.”  

When asked about the changes that are occurring in cooperative labour, a middle-aged male farmer said that 
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people no longer want to work with their neighbours because they do not want their neighbours to have the same 

“riches” as them. Others similarly noted that due to economic inequality between households there is an 

unwillingness for villagers to work together:  

 “Because they think that by helping the other, the other becomes stronger. Whereas it‟s mutual. Normally, you 

should be at the same level, like our parents were. But presently, we have lost that.” 

5. Discussion and Conclusion 

The systems of cooperative labour described in this paper reflect the culture and traditions of the Betammaribe 

people. These systems persist and continue to evolve under the influence of various globalizing processes. The 

transition that is occurring in their cooperative labour systems reflects the dynamism of Betammaribe culture and 

the engagement of Koumagou B households with the emerging demands of a monetary market system, 

formalized education, and general social change. These pressures will continue to shape the nature of 

cooperative labour among the Betammaribe. The system of Koutouangou, or the afternoon system of mutual 

assistance, reflects a time when arranged marriages and bride prices led men and their neighbours to rally 

together and work on the fields of the future in-laws. Koutouangou itself, however, is threatened by the 

increasing prominence of wage labour, oxen that plough the field where once men tilled together by hand, 

seasonal migration, and the increasing popularity among those with the financial means to host Diyiyi, festive 

work parties. Tatouanta, once reserved for youth destined to marry soon after initiation into adulthood, is now 

used by young women to earn money to pay for items required for their formal education. The remuneration 

offered to these young women straddles the traditional systems of mutual assistance and a new system based on 

gendered solidarity and the commodification of their labour. This trend may foreshadow a wider schism in the 

traditional labour system, as educated young women leave the fields to work in different sectors, as young men 

transition to wage labour (agriculture or otherwise), and as the elderly left in the village are no longer able to 

work the land in cooperative labour systems.  

Others who have studied cooperative labour in Africa note the possible coexistence of cooperative labour 

systems and the commodification of labour (Netting, Stone & Stone, 1989; Takasaki, Coomes, Abizaid & 

Brisson, 2014; Worby, 1995). These authors stress the importance of avoiding the temptation to view the 

evolution of cooperative labour on a continuum from traditional reciprocal exchange to modern commoditized 

labour. One should not view these changes as abrupt breaks with tradition but rather a transition determined 

partly by localized and regional norms together with other societal pressures.  

Yet cooperative labour systems that rely on mutual trust, reciprocity, and physical and relational proximity have 

traditionally bound Koumagou B households through webs of mutually supportive relationships. Viewed in this 

light, elements that disrupt these systems migration for seasonal work, the demands of modern schooling, the use 

of oxen privileged by the wealthier few, off-farm employment have nonetheless contributed to the atomizing of 

Betammaribe society. It is tempting to offer up cooperative labour as a means of harnessing the power of 

community solidarity for overcoming the constraints associated with the adoption and scaling-up of new 

agricultural technologies. However, as researchers and practitioners, we must remain cognizant of the rapidly 

changing nature of social cooperation in the face of market penetration, the commodification of labour, and the 

general complexity of gender and labour relations. These considerations are critical if we are to enhance rather 

than hinder the livelihoods of those we hope to aid through our research and extension efforts.  
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